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Missing Piece 


by DaisyBirb 


Summary 


It takes Jaime a second of breathless panic to realize what Dimitri is tracing. From the top 
of his shoulder, down across the length of his back, the scar is his most prominent, and a 
painful reminder. 


Notes 


Thank Peren for screaming at me to finish what I started instead of jumping to another idea. 
I was gonna bail for another shinyer idea halfway through, Imao. 


Also thank Peren for helping me actually write the intro by giving me snippets to start from 
Imao. 


See the end of the work for more notes 


Lada is so grateful to have her mate, for more reasons than she could count. Going to bed every 
evening surrounded by the scent of her mate, she can't picture ever having done so without. 


But Khalida grounds her in more ways than one. 


Lada is the Hearthstone pack's alpha. She's the one who needs to lead, needs to be a steadfast pillar 
for her pack to count on. But Khalida is the one who Lada can count on, in return, to steady her 
when Lada buckles with the weight of everything. 


She was there during the meetings talking about their options, standing at Lada's right side the 
entire time. So when the attack takes place, and Lada is busy leading her pack, rebelling in the 
screams of the hunters as they retrieve their missing packmates, Khalida is the one watching Lada's 
back. 


She's the one who comes back, dragging the unconscious mage, collar tight around his neck. 


"We can use him," she had said, giving Lada pause. 


They’d discussed how the mage was the biggest threat. 


Killing him would be the easiest. But the mage had been the cornerstone of hunter operations. 
Without him, they never would have had a way to keep her packmates locked away in their shift 
for weeks. 


Weeks that Lada had spent desperately searching for any leads, missing her packmates like missing 
a limb. 


Weeks before pure blind luck had them tracking their scent thanks to a trinket left on a trail. 


The knowledge was bitter in her mouth, knowing that luck was all that had saved them, and it was 
made even more so, seeing the Mage covered in jewelry, accessories stolen from wolves 
imprisoned. 


The mage was useful to the hunters. He could be just as useful to them. 


The wolves were fair. 


Jaime didn't know what to make of that. 


They aren’t nice, not by far, but they’re better than anything Jaime could have hoped for, and miles 
above the hunters. 


On the very first day, they led him around the den. Set out clear rules for him to follow, boundaries 
and expectations, and already, Jaime is wracked by tension. 


The hunters had taken joy in letting him fumble into making every mistake, finding reasons to 
teach him through pain just where his boundaries lay. 


The wolves are fair. 


They set boundaries and tasks. They feed him, and clothe him, and let him rest. 


He waits for the penny to drop. 


But the chance to use his magic—to be useful without having to hurt others—is more than he could 
have hoped for, so after a few weeks pass, and still the catch doesn't come, he dares to open his 
mouth. 


"I can... Ward gardens," he offers, voice as small as possible. "Keep... keep animals from 
wandering in," he clarifies after a moment, when nothing terrible happens. 


The wolves share curious glances. 


Three weeks. 


Three weeks, Dimitri was there, stuck inside his own skin in a cage thrumming with magic that 
made his skin crawl, before he heard his pack's howls signifying his freedom. 


Three weeks, and enough nightmares to last a lifetime. 


The head hunter is the main figure gesturing in all of them, but the mage takes a close second. 


So when the mage wakes up, collared, inside of their camp, Dimitri expects many things. 


Expects anything that would give him an excuse to end the mage's life for good. 


He doesn't expect a pale, frightened man, barely more than a child once Dimitri gets a proper look 
at him. A shaking figure , who haltingly tells them that he is twenty two and his name is Jaime and 
he's been with the hunters for seven years 


Twenty two, and he was working with hunters. 


Twenty two, and he started at fifteen. 


He doesn’t know what kind of lies the hunters had spun to lure him in, away from his home and his 
family, away from his own culture, into one of death and hatred. He doesn't ask. 


Instead he guards the man carefully, waiting for the lies to unravel. 


He won't hope that they can change a hunter. 


But then, the mage acts nothing like one, and Dimitri fights down the treacherous voice in his head 
telling him that something is wrong. The mage had made his choices, and had helped torture and 
imprison his kind for over half a decade. 


But the weeks pass, and the voice gets stronger. 


The mage is meek, soft-spoken and, against all odds, helpful. 


He offers to do odd jobs, offers to help in ways they didn’t even consider to ask about, and takes 
everything without complaint. Never says a mean thing, and even the most dedicated hunter would 
have cracked after all this time, bawled over by the pups damn near once a day. 


The lie fails to unravel, and the treacherous voice grows louder. 


If he didn’t know better, Dimitri would even call the man kind. 


He might have been, once, before, and Dimitri wonders what happened, to turn him into a hunter. 


“T like working with medicines,” the mage had said one day during lunch, after spending most of 
the morning strengthening their remedies. “It’s—it’s no trouble. I wanted to be a healer, before—” 
He stopped himself there. 


The table had watched him attentively, but nobody was willing to ask the question. 


‘Before I became a hunter,’ they all filled in the gap. 


Before, echoes in Dimitri’s mind. 


And therein lies the missing piece. 


It's while he's setting the northern ward, next to the river, that it happens. He decided to use two of 


the boulders on the bank of the river as the anchors for the spell, and a bowl of river water as his 
catalyst, strengthening the spell by binding it to the river itself. 


Even Dimitri being there, lurking just behind the tree line to keep watch over him, isn't enough to 
distract him from the dizzying relief at the feeling of just the small sliver of magic getting through 
the open stopper—of being connected once again with the world around him. 


So dizzy that, when he steps on a patch of dirt, his foot slips before he can compensate, and his 
balance immediately crumbles. The world goes blurry at the sudden fall and Jaime flails his arms 
to grasp onto something in the panic, dropping the bowl and scrambling for perch, and his back 
meets the ground with a heavy thud and a bolt of pain running through his spine. 


The bowl falls empty beside him. The wet floor of the forest's ground, covered in crunchy leaves, 
doesn't detract from the cold wetness spreading all over his front. 


Jaime stares at the sky. It's blue and cloudless, almost mocking. 


He breathes a heavy sigh. 


"What the hell happened?" Dimitri asks, barely out of his shift before he's crouching down next to 
Jaime to help him up. 


His head spins at the sudden shift. "Ow," is what he eloquently manages to say. 


His eyes squeeze shut in an attempt to stave off the disorientation, and Jaime finds himself thinking 
more than a few unfavourable words at the whole situation. "I'm fine," he says, blearily, "just 
slipped." Lifting a hand to hold his forehead, the spinning recedes, but it doesn't completely stop. "I 
can still do the ritual," he assures. 


He carefully moves his legs, making more leaves crunch under him, and ensuring that nothing 
hurts too badly, but when he goes to stand up, the spinning comes back with a vengeance, and he's 
back on the ground before he's sure he even left it, Dimitri's hands a steady, warm weight on his 
shoulders. 


"Oh, for Airhan's sake, sit down before you break something," the man grumbles sourly, his eyes 
roaming over Jaime's body. 


The scrutiny sends a shiver coursing through Jaime's body, one he can't quite hold at bay, and 
Dimitri's careful gaze sharpens immediately. 


"You need to take that off," the man says, shrugging off the outer layer of his brown, fur coat. "It's 
wet, and you'll run a cold in this weather. We don't need another issue to deal with." 


Jaime's blood turns to ice, and he has the absurd thought that the weather isn't what's going to make 
him sick. But Dimitri has issued an order, and he's already staring impatiently at Jaime. 


Don't think about it, Jaime thinks. Just listen and don't think about it. 


His skin prickles in anticipation, and Jaime tries not to think at all. 


The wolves have been nice, nicer than they had to be, and whatever this is, Jaime will be fine, he's 
survived everything he lived through, but refusing an order will only make things worse and all he 
can do is obey and pray to the fates. 


The wet cloth comes away to leave chill behind, but he wishes for the fabric back, meager 
protection as it was. 


He tries to fold the linen carefully, but his fingers shake, from the cold or from the worry, and he 
gives up on the endeavor to put things off a few more seconds, cropping it into a pile. The chill of 
the autumn wind is even colder on his damp skin, shivers wracking through his frame, hiding the 
worry with a convenient excuse when he looks up at Dimitri for his next command. 


The man is staring back at Jaime, arms held out in an aborted movement with the fur still clutched 
in his grip, but his eyes are caught somewhere to the left of Jaime. 


"Turn around," he orders brusquely. 


Jaime's gut drops at the order, but he moves to obey regardless. 


He shuts his eyes, but the world is still there, and he can't stop hearing the rustling of the leaves, 
tensing his body in preparation, as Dimitri moves closer and closer and— 


Flinches. 


It takes him a second, two, to start breathing. To realize that the touch isn't turning into a punishing 
grip. It's tracing something along his back, as soft as the whisper of a feather against his skin and 
all the warmer for it against the cold gripping him. It takes him a few more seconds to realize just 
what Dimitri is tracing. 


From the top of his left shoulder moving down across the length of his back, it's not his freshest 
scar. Not by a long mile, but... it's the most prominent. 


A painful reminder that there's no escape from what the fates have ordained for him. It's deep, and 
jagged, following the path of the iron hook that tore into his skin when he dared, years ago, to try 
and escape. 


Eskender had disabused him of the notion, and his punishment had been severe, but none of the 
wounds from the whipping had hurt as much as the hook that had pierced into his skin and dragged 
him bodily back to his captors. 


When Dimitri speaks, Jaime can barely tell the man from the wolf in his growl. 


"Who did this to you?" 


a (ee 


What? 


He doesn't—he's not—what does Dimitri want? It feels as though the air is not enough and Jaime 
scrambles for a perch in the confusion, like clawing at a cliff and hoping desperately for a 
foothold, and coming up with nothing, and the weight bearing on his chest is overbearing. 


"What do you mean?" He asks in a voice that feels painful as it cracks through his throat. 


"The wolves. The few wolves who escaped hunters before—they all had this scar," Dimitri growls. 
"So who did this to you?" 


"The—the hunters." He wets his dry lips, unsure if that's enough of an answer—what is Dimitri 
asking for?—and clarifies—"Eskender." 


Slowly, the clearing comes to a still. The sounds of the leaves rustling in the trees peter into silence 
as the wind itself slows to a stop, taking Jaime's breath away. 


It's not a peaceful silence. 


Dimitri's whole presence radiates tension, agitation swelling under the guise of calm. 


His breathing grows steadily heavier. 


The weight of something falling onto his shoulders shatters the fragile calm like a stone to the 
surface of a pond. 


"Get up," Dimitri demands. 


Jaime scrambles to follow the order. Only the grip tightening like a chain on his arm stops him 
from slipping face first to the ground when his legs fail to comply, and Dimitri tears off, dragging 
Jaime through the thick line of trees before he's even gained his footing, scrambling to keep up 
with the punishing pace. 


The weight around his shoulders—he grips it with his free hand, holding the covering close to his 
skin as he scrambles after the irate wolf. 


Dimitri's coat is still warm. It's clearly well cared for, like all of the wolves' clothing. The fur is 
soft against his chilled skin, yet he can feel the roughness of a stitch against his shoulder, seaming 
up what must have been a tear. He wouldn't have guessed the coat wasn't new if he hadn't already 
known. 


He holds it tighter, despite himself, meager protection as it is against the stares of curious wolves 
while he's dragged through the camp. He tries not to look or notice the weight of attention, but 
between that and the pain of Dimitri's hold twisting his skin, Jaime can't fall back into his mind. 


He's not even sure what he did wrong, but now they all know something happened. 


The whispers are deafening. 


The Alpha's den grows larger by the second, shadowed by the lowering sun casting rays from 
behind it's corners. A large, darkened structure in the middle of the gathering of tents, capping the 
open clearing of the settlement, where the fire pit is located. 


Several wolves gather behind them as Dimitri tears through the entrance to the den, his already 
bruising grip tightening noticeably. 


Jaime struggles to hold back a whimper. 


He can't be looking as though he's begging for mercy, even though there's little else he wants to do 
more. 


They find Lada talking to Khalida, but the discussion comes to a quick halt when Dimitri barges 
into the den, calling for Lada's attention. 


Jaime feels himself folding in, trying to make himself small, but it's hard to miss the weight of the 
Alpha's attention, even without being part of her pack. Hard to miss the tense hush falling over the 
impromptu gathering. 


"What's this about, Dimitri? Did the mage do something?" 


Jaime flinches at the implication. He didn't betray them—he didn't mean to, but his intentions don't 
matter in the face of his mistakes. 


It's clear that Dimitri's temper is still flaring, because it takes the man a second too long to find his 
voice again. "We should have kept those fucking hunters around," he tells his alpha, practically 
shaking with rage. 


The woman's eyes flash at the words. "Check your temper, Dimitri. We made the decision to keep 
the pack safe. If you have an issue—" 


"I have an issue with the fact that it was too easily. We should have made them fucking suffer for 
all the things they did." 


Jaime thought things were getting better. It wasn't the same as before, but the wolves were always 
at least civil, and he got to use his powers to protect. Jaime had almost liked it here, and now it's 
crumbling before his eyes. Apologies bubble desperately into his chest, but he doesn't know what 
he'd apologise for, only that Dimitri is angry, is asking to hurt Jaime, and now the alpha, too, her 
eyes piercing them like shards of ice. 


At least that much makes sense. If he wanted to punish Jaime, he probably needed permission from 
the alpha. 


It's not a comforting thought. 


The alpha's anger is nearly choking. 


"If you cannot control your temper, Dimitri, then I'll have you put off guard duty until you learn 
how to behave." 


The words are relatively mild, considering, but her tone bears the authority of her position. 


Dimitri must feel the chastisement as well, because he takes a deep breath. 


"I apologise, alpha," he says after a moment, voice relatively more controlled. "I got ahead of 
myself." 


"What happened, Dimitri?" 


His grip eases, then tightens right back. 


The eyes of the wolves gathered around the entrance feel like a weight bearing on Jaime's back, 
everyone waiting with baited breath for Dimitri's reveal of his misdoings. The coat is still tight 
around his shoulders, but under the close scrutiny of so many, it feels as though he's wearing 
nothing. The hunters at least never pretended as though he was anything but a tool. 


The wolves, though, had been almost nice, and Jaime wants to cry at the choking helplessness of 
his situation. 


"The hunters," Dimitri finally says. "They... Fuck, Lada. Look at this!" 


The coat is ripped right out of Jaime's hand, with barely an effort on Dimitri's part. 


The air inside the main den is warmer than outside, but the wind still crosses through the open 
entrance. 


All around him, stillness turns to noise, and the members of the pack start shifting in clear disquiet. 
Silence, to whispers, to yips and growls and distressed exclamations. People closing in on him and 
the walls coming closer and the air suddenly being sucked out of the room. 


Jaime's shoulders raise in defense. He tries to fold in on himself, to cover what little he can, as 
thought he could somehow make himself disappear. 


He's never felt this small before. 


But they're all /ooking, and Jaime can't move or make them go away, even with the sliver of magic 
still buzzing under his skin. If he even tried to use that, it would all be over for him. 


"Dimitri, what..." 


But Lada doesn't finish her sentence. 


Dimitri's grip on Jaime shifts, forcing him to twist around. Bearing his back to the pack alpha. 


Jaime's head picks this moment to turn, spin and /urch as he comes to a stop. His gut twists with 
nausea and failing to keep his balance in spite of Dimitri's hold, his knees meet the ground of the 
building with a painful jolt knocking the remaining air out of his lungs. 


He gasps at the sudden breathlessness, air catching in his throat, choking on his own panic. 


The walls are closing in. 


The wolves are prowling closer. 


Jaime can't breathe. 


"That's a hook wound, Lada," Dimitri hisses. "You know they—you know what happened to Isla. 
The hunters use that for runaways, so what the fuck—they should have—we let them off too 
fucking easy—" 


Jaime doesn't—he doesn't—Dimitri is yelling, and the wolves are all talking, snippets of voices and 
hissed conversations, the Alpha's eyes—every eye in the room—cutting right into him and Jaime is 
—it's too much. 


The grip on his arm finally loosens. Jaime folds in on himself. Curls up as tight as he can, fingers 
clenched around his forearms, leaving his back bared to the room. Bows his head and bears his 
throat, already helpless in every other way, and hopes against all hope that they'll be happy with his 
submission. 


He has nothing left to give, but that and the tears dripping down his face. 


He can hear Lada's voice clearly over the muted cacophony of the room, Dimitri's name ringing off 
the walls, agitation swelling as the alpha took to action. 


"Take a breath," the woman says. 


Its not shouted, but the calm authority in the words resonates with the whole gathering. The noise 
stills as each wolf takes a deep breath at once, and then— 


"Oh," Dimitri says. 


"You're scaring him. You need to calm down." 


Jaime tries to still his tears, but the dam is broken and his whole body is bursting with the swelling, 
helpless terror. 


Footsteps approach him, evenly paced, and the shuffle of padded paws informs him of the 
narrowing crowd, closing in on him more. 


He doesn't know how long it is, kneeling there in the building tension, waiting for something to 
finally happen, scrutinized and studied like a—like pray in front of a hungry pack. 


Silence hangs in the air. Silent sniffles that he can no longer hold back are the only sound in the 
room except for the uneven breathing of the pack, wrenching sobs that want to escape the prison of 
his chest, held back by the last scraps of his will. 


"Dima," Lada breaks it, almost a whisper, but as lous as a scream in the heavy silence. 


"I know," Dimitri says in reply. 


Jamie has no idea what they're talking about. But someone takes a step closer, and something 
finally snaps inside him, a pressure he's been holding under wraps, bursting forth from the depths 
of his being like liquid fire through his veins, and beyond, like a ripple of power, pushing everyone 
out and away, get away, get away, get away— 


"Shit!" Dimitri curses. "Lada, fuck, I—" 


And Jaime makes himself smaller as the magical shield gets larger, wisps of power clinging to his 
skin like the last strings off a marionette, a breath's distance from snapping away and leaving him 
defenceless and drained. 


All of his power went out into the shield, and Jaime can feel it burning out. The stopper only let a 
fraction of power through, not nearly enough for sustained spellcasting, and Jaime just lost control. 


He lost grip of himself, pushed the wolves out of place, and they're going to be so angry. 


Jaime should have just taken his punishment, he would have at least gotten through it. Now, they'll 
never trust him again, never dare to open the stoppers and risk him losing control, Jaime will be cut 
off forever and that's a fate worse than death. 


"I'm sorry," he whispers through the lump in his throat. 


The sob tears through his throat at the moment the shield falls. Jaime can't care enough to hold the 
rest back, and sob follows after sob, rocking painfully through his body. 


"I'm—so—try," he cries. 


Nobody will listen. 


For a second, there's no response. 


Then— 


"Lada?" 


"It's fine," she says, cryptically. A second's pause feels like a dragged out eternity, before the 
woman calls out for her second. The familiar yip of a wolf seeming to get closer is not a reassuring 
sound. 


"I'm sorry," he croaks once more into the ground. 


A snout nuzzles at his side, but Jaime doesn't bother flinching. He just waits for soft nudges to turn 
into painful fangs, when footsteps come closer. There's nowhere else to go, no way to make 
himself any smaller, and no magic left to make the ground open up so he can hide away for the 


alpha's judgement. 


"Mage... Jaime." Lada's voice, an odd, soft tone woven with threads of something sad that Jaime 
can't quite name, and she's right in front of him. "Please, look at me." 


Don't think. Just obey. 


His body moves on strings, lifting his head just enough to find the alpha crouching in front of him, 
holding out a hand in the air, lingering, uncertain. Jaime doesn't dare to look into her face and find 
the emotions held there. 


The choice is taken from him when the alpha's strong fingers cup around his cheek, gentle, but 
nudging. Her touch is soft as a whisper, but the pointed tips of her nails are more than enough of a 
threat. She wipes away a tear with her thumb, though many follow after. 


"I'm..." he sniffs. The sound gets lost in his chest, fading out with the thread of hope that things 
could have been good. 


A wisp of smoke, fading in the wind. 


"I know," Lada says. Pushes, softly, to meet his eyes, her gaze soft, but unwavering. There's no 
anger, but Jaime knows what terror a good alpha can hide behind a gentle front. 


"I know," Lada repeats more firmly. "Come, sit. There's no need for you to kneel." 


His limbs move stiffly, following directions without purpose, heavy and numbened and one step to 
the left from Jaime's own being. He watches it happen, stays silent and listens. 


The alpha's eyes don't leave his, but she takes the time to Jook and study Jaime, head to toe. To his 
side, Khalida sits, a silent presence at her leader's right. A silent threat, never too far, and Jaime has 
seen how dangerous the wolf is. Lada might be the leader of the pack, but Khalida is her strongest 
warrior, no longer nudging at him, but looking at Lada and waiting for a word. 


"Dima," she declares, "Have Maya send some warm milk and bread. Call anyone who wants to 


nap. It's still a bit early for dinner, but we'll make an exception today." As the man starts to walk 
away, Lada calls once more after him. "And, Dimitri. Breathe, please. I promise I'm going to take 
care of it." 


Jaime wonders if "it" means him. 


His sobs petter slowly into sporadic sniffles, watching the world shift around him, one step 
removed from the proceedings. His cheeks are still wet, but he's not sure if the tears are fresh or 
not. Not sure what Lada sees when her focus turns back to him. 


"I know my words might not mean much, but I promise we will not hurt you." 


He wonders, then, what they would define as ‘hurting’. 


A lot of things that wouldn't hurt a wolf could be agony for a human like Jaime. 


To his left, Khalida makes a low, soft whine. Thumps her tail on the ground once, her eyes wide 
and round, looking at Lada for guidance, and, at her alpha's nod, lowers her head to sniff softly at 
one of Jaime's hands. She gives him a quick lick, a sniff, before nuzzling her nose into his hand. 
More like a puppy looking for affection, than the terrifying predator Jaime knows her to be. 


He's too tired to question their actions and puzzle through the games they're playing, whole body 
buzzing with the heavy fatigue of magical exhaustion. Everything he had went out in that one burst, 
leaving a gaping emptiness behind that feels like a pit opening up inside of him, taking away the 
last of his functions. His thoughts sludge ahead through the thick buzz, his connection to the world 
herself is gone, and his hand moves on blind obedience alone to caress between Khalida's ears. 


He blinks heavy eyelids when nothing bad happens. 


"Jaime," Lada speaks again, still in that even, gentle tone. "You told us that you were training to be 
a healer, before. What happened? Why did you go with the hunters?" 


This, at least, Jaime can answer. 


"I was taken," he says simply. 


"Taken?" 


"... Collared. I couldn't fight back, without my magic." 


The alpha's eyes slide closed, expression carefully composed, but Jaime knows how to read the 
lines of tension which indicate anger. Something he said was the wrong thing, but he finds he can't 
work up the proper panic. Only a numb sort of dread piling at the bottom of his gut. 


Lada breathes, long and deep, letting it out in slow increments, and only then does she open her 
eyes again. 


"But you tried to fight back." 


Jaime shrugs his shoulders at that. Looking at where his hand is still absently petting Khalida’s fur, 
he wonders if there's any good answer to that, though in the end, all he has are excuses. 


There's a pregnant pause rippling across the room, and Khalida, giving him another quick lick. 


"And then you were punished for trying," Lada concludes after a beat. 


Jaime struggles to swallow, but nods. 


He's painfully aware of all the others, wolf and human, gathered around, watching the proceedings 
with interest, and wonders, desperately, why. Why is Lada asking all of this? What's the point of 
putting everything out on display? 


Then, the spark of feeling fades back into numbness. 


"But..." For once, Lada pauses. It's the first time Jaime hears her hesitate. "If I unlocked your 
collar?" 


His heart skips a beat. 


"To..." He wets chapped lips, and tries again. "To put up the ward?" 


But the alpha shakes her head. "No. For good. Would you fight back against us, then?" 


Her gaze is studying, but Jaime can't begin to understand what she's looking for, what any of this is 
for. The words he'd thought to himself on the night his collar first fell open get stuck in his throat 
when the weight of Lada's gaze presses so heavily onto his shoulders. 


"I'd—" he swallows, "I... I'd never hurt a wolf. Never again, not—not if I can help it, not after..." 
But that's the point, isn't it. He had. With Dimitri at the river, somehow, without even knowing it, 
and then again when he'd pushed them away with magic. 


Clearly, his word is worth little. 


But all Lada does is nod, instead of bringing up the obvious. 


"Ok," she says, simple as that. "I believe you." 


Jaime knows what the key looks like. The swirling pattern on the back of a leather cuff, edged with 
silver links that holds power over his fate. 


His breath catches when Lada's hand comes out of her pocket holding the cuff. 


"I believe you, Jaime," Lada repeats, holding his very life in her hand. "So I'm going to take off the 
collar, and it won't be going back on." 


He can't tear his gaze away from the key in her hand. 


Hope is a terrible, treacherous thing. Bursting like a flicker of warmth in the depths of his being, 


drowned out by the ice of terror, back and forth like a terrible fever and watching, frozen, as Lada 
puts on the cuff, and touches a thumb to the swirl. 


His entire being freezes when the click resounds in the room with the echo of a breaking chain. 


The buzzing beneath his skin doubles in intensity. 


Khalida nudges softly at his hand, but Jaime is frozen still. It's Lada who moves, finally, lifting her 
hand to his throat, moves slow and deliberate. Jaime can't try to stop her, but when the collar comes 
away, skin meeting cool air, a shudder racks through him, and Jaime bursts into tears. 


Loud, heaving sobs shake his whole frame, tearing out of his throat before he can breathe in, 
sudden and painful and terrifying. 


"I don't—I don't under—stand—" he heaves out between cries, fighting to meet Lada's gaze behind 
the blur of his tears and coming up empty. He wipes at his eyes, but more tears simply follow. 


He flinches, startled, when a touch falls upon the side of his head, fingers tangling in his hair. 


But the grip doesn't tighten and pull. Instead, Lada nudges him gently, until his head leans forward, 
resting pillowed onto her shoulder. Her fingers card gently through his hair, while Jaime cries tears 
of fear and hope and grief and release. 


Someone must have come behind him, because a weight falls onto his shoulders. Dimitri's coat, 
with the patched shoulder, and the terrible, soft fur covering his skin, and Lada's other hand 
tucking it carefully over him. 


"Us wolves have been hurt by hunters for generations," Lada tells him. She runs her fingers 
through his hair, lines of pleasant heat on his scalp, pausing carefully between words. "You've been 
hurt by them as well. I'm sorry I didn't see it earlier." 


That's not—it's not—it's not the same thing, Jaime had a choice, she has to understand; but the grief 
of years of pain suddenly feels like an overwhelming weight crushing him under its weight, old 
scars bleeding like fresh open wounds, and Jaime is too selfish to pull away from the first gentle 
touch in years, even though he doesn't deserve it. 


"I'm sorry," he sobs. "I didn't—I didn't want—I—" 


"Shh," she soothes. "It's ok. Dima will be back with milk and some bread for you soon." She tugs 
gently at a strand. "You can rest, Jaime. We won't hurt you." 


He doesn't deserve this. 


He desperately wants this. 


Selfishly, he clings onto the alpha, crying for all the years he hasn't. For too many things to count. 


By the time his tears dry out, he is truly and properly drained, every feeling wrung out under the 
weight of everything. 


By the time he pulls back from the warm embrace, the collar is nowhere to be seen. 


Instead, the pack is gathered together onto the nest of pillows and blankets at the center of the den, 
and next to them, Dimitri, with a tray of food in hand. 


The milk is rich and warm, a soft heat slowly thawing the frozen edges of his insides, and as the 
cold leaves, the sleep slowly creeps in. His eyelids grow heavier with each blink. 


It would be so easy to just... close his eyes. 


But Khalida carefully nudges his hand towards the pieced of bread still steaming on the tray, and 
he eats, slowly. Maya must have buttered it fresh from the oven, because the crust is thick and 
crunchy, but the middle is perfectly soft, weaned with the sharp edge of spices added to the fat. 


Absurdly, Jaime wants to cry again. 


"Would you like to join them in the den?" Lada asks him after a second, just as Jaime's head starts 


to droop. 


He looks, questioningly, at the gathered wolves, watching him with wide eyes, tails thumping onto 
each other. 


"You don't have to," she clarifies, "But they feel better, when they're worried, knowing their 
packmate is safe with them." 


Jaime should argue that he's not a packmate. 


He's not strong enough to say no to this, even knowing that he should. Dimitri shifts before him, 
too. He presses his forehead to Jaime's arm, eyes wide and shiny looking at him, and Jaime's 
resolve breaks when Dimitri makes a low whine. 


He crawls in between the wolves, and lets them settle around him. 


There's a snout pressed to his shoulder, someone draped over his legs, and one of the wolves 
squirms his way into pressing up against his chest. It should feel scary. It should feel suffocating. 


But Jaime's brain is so fuzzy, and everything is warm, and soft. 


Sleep takes him before he finishes that thought. 


End Notes 


For anyone who cares about Mage in a Wolf Pack lore, I'm dumping a bunch of 
worldbuilding on Tumblr because my brain never shuts up, so head over there if you care 
about this stuff, lmao. Otherwise, I have something in store regarding Wolf Mage that I 
hope to announce soon, so keep an eye out, if you're into this series! 
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